MENTAL AND SOCIAL ASPECTS 1886-1900
rrnHE homogeneous England of the mid-Victorian decades
JL broke up at the end of the eighties. In spite of its sharp
divisions into classes, parties, and creeds, it had for over forty
years been strongly united by fundamental identities of outlook.
If we remember to give both terms a broad and not a formal
sense, we may call it liberal and evangelical. The dissolution
cannot be exactly dated, for it was gradual, and came earlier at
the centres than at their circumferences. Queen Victoria's 1887
Jubilee was perhaps the last occasion on which enough sem-
blance of the old unity survived to present an imposing fagade.
The nineties were a period of unsettlement. The nation was
out of health. It passed through a phase like an adolescence; its
temper was explosive and quarrelsome; it boasted itself with the
harshness of immaturity. Whole classes or strata of society were,
in some degree, tasting power for the first time; and as they
pushed their way out of the inarticulate and into the articulate
part of the community, a kind of upstart arrogance became vocal
with them. In religion, in social relations, in politics, in business,
men grown contemptuous of the old ideals were stridently assert-
ing new ones. The former clear objectives were gone, and as yet
nothing took their place.
Because there was no unity of movement, the era presents very
different features to different observers. To some it is the heyday
of British imperialism, when the empire 'found itself* To others,
observing the early undergrowth of socialism and the memorable
trade-union conflicts between capital and labour, it is the time
when the British proletariat Tound itself'. Those again concerned
with the fashionable surface of life and letters in London are
struck by the revulsion from puritanism to raffishness, and speak
of the 'naughty nineties'—the epoch of the Yellow Book and the
Oscar Wilde case and of a more flaunting West End vice. If we
look at the press revolution about to be described we may call it
the age of vulgarization; but if we note how much material was
being accumulated for the great educational advances of the
next century, we may think of it as the dawning-hour of a new
popular enlightenment. Very certainly it was a period of widen-
ing comfort; of humaner manners in the mass; of relaxation in

